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4W IL D  PLUMS.
R. P. S pe e r .
We have many wild plums in Iowa, which vary in quality 
from good to worthless. Generally, plums that are soft when 
ripe, have thick and unpalatable skins and are worth but 
little, except for eating fresh from the trees. Some of the 
-wild kinds, are not inferior to the best tame plums for can­
ning, and but little skill would be necessary to improve them 
in size and in other respects, by cross-fertilizing the blossoms 
of the best kinds with pollen from the largest of the tame 
varieties.
Knowing that there is a great difference between the tastes 
•of people and that fruits which would please one man might 
not suit another, last September I gathered equal quantities 
•of the plums that had been distributed most widely through 
the state, which were carefully cooked by Mrs. G. E. Patrick 
in separate porcelain dishes over gas lamps in the chemical 
laboratory of the Iowa Experiment Station, for the purpose 
•of determining which was best. As soon as they were cooked, 
all of the varieties were sweetened alike with white granu­
lated sugar and a number was placed under each dish, which 
represented the name of the variety that it contained. Then 
the sauce was allowed to cool for a couple of hours, when 
Profs. Budd, Gillette. Smith, Crozier, Weichart, Craig and a 
dozen others were called in, (one at a time) and each of them 
tasted all of the samples and marked the kinds which he 
liked best and second best. The varieties tested, were the 
Miner, Weaver, Bassett, Rollingstone, Moreman, Wolf, De 
Soto, Maquoketa, a nameless variety found in Black Hawk 
County, and a very large and beautiful freestone plum, which 
"was furnished b.y Mr. Slater of Story County. The decision 
of all who tasted the sauce was, that the Maquoketa and 
Black Hawk plums were equally good and much better than 
any of the other kinds, except the De Soto, which was 
marked good but second in quality. The skins on the Ma­
quoketa and Black Hawk plums were so thin, that they dis­
appeared almost entirely while being, cooked, and the skins 
•on the De Soto were only a little thicker than the skins of
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the varieties which I have just named. If we were to decide 
on the value of the plums tested, by their quality, the Ma- 
quoketa and the Black Hawk would stand at the head and 
the De Soto would stand second, but the anthers of the Black 
Hawk plum, shed their pollen before the stigmas of its flow­
ers are ready to receive it, and it can not bear even in favor­
able years, unless other plums are standing close to it, to fur­
nish tli6 pollen at the proper time. But'again, the De Soto 
bears full crops nearly every year, while the Black Hawk, 
Maquoketa and many other plums do not bear after wet or 
cold windy spells of weather during the blossoming times, 
even when plentiful supplies of pollen are furnished by their 
own flowers or the flowers of other trees. Such faults can be 
explained only, by explaining how fertilization is effected 
and by comparing the sexual organs of the De Soto with the 
sexual organs of the Black Hawk or Miner plums, and by 
pointing out the defects in the pistils and stamens of the lat­
ter. W ithin twenty four hours after.plum blossoms open, if  
the weather is favorable, a sticky substance like honey exudes 
from their stigmas to catch and hold the pollen which should 
fall from their anthers. If the weather should be wet, cloudy 
or too cold, the blossoms will wait for days if necessary for a 
higher temperature and sun shine, when they will provide 
the viscid or sticky substance on their stigmas and discharge 
pollen from their anthers. When a pollen grain is applied to 
the stigma of a flower at the proper time, it will penetrate it 
speedily and form a pollen tube, which will pass downwards 
in the style towards the ovary by cell-division.
The growth of such tubes is supported by the juices of the 
styles, “and in the Iris, they are propelled towards the ova­
ries at the average rate of one inch in six hours of moderately 
favorable weather. In direct sun light and a humid atmos­
phere, their growth increases to one inch in two hours.” — 
(Dr. Duncan in Microscopical Science, 1866.) During unfa­
vorable weather, such pollen tubes move forwards very slowly 
and frequently they perish before reaching the ovaries. 
There is a great difference between the action of the leaves 
of trees when they are assimilating plant food during favora­
ble weather in the summer time, aftd the respiration of leaf 
and blossom buds, when they are opening in the spring. 
When leaves are assimilating plant food, they generate but 
little heat; because at such times, they retain most of the 
carbon which they absorb from the atmosphere and exhale 
oxygen. But the expanding leaf buds and blossoms of trees 
do not assimilate plant food. For certain periods of time,
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they are supported by the reserve starch, dextrine, etc., which 
w^s stored in the pith, medullary rays and buds during the 
previous autumn. But the granules of starch and other re­
serve materials, are unfit for the nourishment of the opening 
buds or flowers before their conversion into sugar : which can 
be brought about only by the absorption of oxygen from the 
surrounding air. The action of oxygen on the reserve starch 
and dextrine in trees while it is being fitted for use, is very 
similar to its action on burning wood. W hile such changes 
are taking place, much carbonic acid is exhaled and much 
heat is generated. By a carefully conducted experiment, it 
was proved that the flowers of a geranium possessed 87° of 
heat, while the air around it was at 8o°.— (Carpenter.)
The generating of heat by the burning of coal and by the 
breathing of animals and the flowers of trees or other plants, 
is affected by the absorption of oxygen from the air, which 
•converts the carbon which is in the coal, in the animals and 
in the receptacles of flowers into carbonic acid gas.
If  we should close the dampers or prevent the breathing, 
the generating of heat would cease. Animals and the flowers 
of trees generate heat in proportion to their size ; therefore, 
flowers which have stocky styles and large receptacles, gen­
erate more heat than others o f opposite character.
The generating of heat begins in blossom buds when they 
begin to swell, and if  the weather is moderately favorable, 
their temperature w ill continue to rise until their pollen is 
ripe and ready to fall, and afterwards it will decrease until 
the normal temperature of the tree or plant is reached.
Bright sunshine and a humid atmosphere tends to increse 
the generating of heat in flowers and opening buds, while 
cold winds or wet weather has the opposite effect.— {Sachs. ) 
There are many differences between the styles and stamens of 
the flowers of seme trees and others of the same species— i. e. 
the flowers of the Duchess and Tetofsky apples and the De 
Soto plum, have shorter and more stocky styles and stamens 
than the flowers of the Perry Russet or Miner plum. In un­
favorable spring seasons, the Duchess and Tetofsky apples 
and the De Soto plum, generally set full crops of fruit and 
“hold it, while apples and plums which have slender styles 
and stamens almost always fail to set fruit in Iowa in unfavor­
able seasons. It is evident that the blossoms of the Miner 
plum are killed generally by cold, because it is fruitful in 
the Southern states. It can not be said that the De Soto 
plum  sets full crops of fruit in unfavorable years, because it is 
more hardy than other native varieties which fail to  do so
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as hundreds of unfruitful Iowa plums which blossom every 
year, have proved equally as hardy as the De Soto. Several 
years ago, I had more than 200 large Miner plum trees that 
were fully exposed to the winds, which blossomed every year 
and frequently set more or less fruit, which always dropped 
in a week or two, when they were very small. I had also 
three other Miner trees, which were well protected from the 
winds by large apple trees and thickly covered with Clinton 
grape vines, from which I gathered several fair crops o f fruit. 
On cold windy days, large and slender styles are frequently 
chilled so much, that they cannot furnish the juices which 
are necessary to nourish the pollen tubes until they penetrate 
the ovaries. From very stocky styles, the loss of heat would 
be less within a given time, and the results would be different. 
Cold winds or other unfavorable surrounding conditions fre­
quently cause imperfect fertilization. The fruit may set, but 
be so weak that it will drop when very small, and on some 
plants perfect capsules ripen frequently, which contain no 
seeds.— (Darwin.') We are so well pleased with the flowers 
and fruit of the De Soto plum, that we will stick to it until 
better varieties shall be produced by cross-fertilizing it with 
pollen from the Black Hawk plum or Maquoketa.
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